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The roses were screaming.
Sage pressed her palm against the garden wall, feeling the panic ripple through stone and soil. Her fingers, already stained green from the morning's work, trembled as she reached for the climbing roses that had flourished there for three generations. Their petals, once the color of sunset and wine, had turned ash-gray overnight.
"Shh," she whispered, her magic flowing through her fingertips like warm honey. "I'm here. Tell me what happened."
The answer came in fragments—images more than words, the way plants always spoke. Darkness. Cold that had nothing to do with winter. Something ancient stirring in the deep places of the earth, something that remembered when the world was young and cruel.
Sage pulled her hand back as if burned. The rose bush crumbled to dust.
"No, no, no." She knelt in the dirt, her long skirt pooling around her, and pressed both hands into the soil. Deeper. She had to go deeper. The roots would know. Roots always remembered.
Her cottage stood at the edge of Elderwood Forest, where civilization gave way to wilderness, where the old magic still thrummed beneath every footfall. Vines grew through her windows by invitation, not invasion. Herbs hung from every beam, filling the air with sage and rosemary and something darker—mugwort for visions, belladonna for protection, carefully labeled and locked away. Crystals caught the morning light and scattered it in rainbow fragments across her worn wooden floors.
This was her sanctuary. Her home. And something was poisoning it.
The earth spoke to her in the language of decay. Not natural death—the kind that fed new life, that turned fallen leaves to rich soil. This was wrongness. Corruption. A rot that spread like ink through water.
"Sage!"
She looked up to find Rowan running toward her, her fellow coven member's usually serene face tight with fear. Rowan's silver hair flew behind her like a banner, her bare feet barely touching the ground. Behind her came Ash and Willow, the other members of their small coven, their expressions equally grim.
"The oak," Rowan gasped, pointing toward the forest. "The Grandmother Oak. You need to see it."
Sage's heart dropped. The Grandmother Oak was over five hundred years old, the heart of Elderwood Forest, the anchor point for every protection spell they'd woven around their territory. If something had happened to her—
She was running before she made the conscious decision to move, her friends falling in beside her. They moved through the forest like water, following paths only they could see, guided by instinct and magic and the whispered warnings of every plant they passed.
The Grandmother Oak stood in a clearing where sunlight pooled like liquid gold. Or it should have. Today, the light seemed dimmer, as if something was drinking it up. And the tree—
"Oh, blessed earth," Sage breathed.
Black veins spread across the Grandmother Oak's trunk like a disease, pulsing with a sickly luminescence. The grass around her roots had withered to gray dust. The air itself felt wrong—too still, too cold, too empty of the small sounds that should have filled a forest in spring.
Sage approached slowly, reverently, her hand outstretched. "Grandmother," she whispered. "What's happening to you?"
The moment her fingers touched bark, the vision slammed into her.
Fire. Not the warm, life-giving fire of hearth and home, but something older, hungrier. The Everflame, her mind supplied, though she didn't know how she knew the name. She saw cities burning, forests reduced to ash, rivers boiling away to nothing. She saw a figure wreathed in flames that burned without consuming, laughing as the world died around them.
And she saw something else. Shadows rising to meet the flames. Darkness that didn't destroy but devoured, that pulled the fire down into depths where even light couldn't follow. A figure standing at the center of that darkness, power radiating from him like cold starlight.
The Lord of Ruin.
Sage jerked her hand back, gasping. Her friends caught her as she stumbled.
"What did you see?" Ash demanded. He was the youngest of them, barely twenty-three, but his magic was strong—air and storm, wild and unpredictable.
"The Everflame," Sage said, her voice hoarse. "It's returning. After all these centuries, it's coming back."
Willow's face went pale. As their coven's historian, she knew the old stories better than any of them. "That's impossible. The Everflame was banished. Locked away in a prison that was supposed to last until the end of time itself."
"Well, someone's opened the door," Rowan said grimly, studying the blackened veins on the oak. "And if the Everflame is returning, we're not strong enough to stop it. Not alone."
"Then we find help," Sage said, though her stomach churned at the thought. "We reach out to the other covens—"
"The other covens think we're too small to matter," Ash interrupted. "They've ignored our requests for alliance for years. Why would they listen now?"
"Because if we don't stop this, there won't be any covens left to ignore us," Sage snapped. Then she took a breath, centering herself. Anger wouldn't help. "I'm sorry. You're right. But we have to try something."
"There might be another option," Willow said slowly. "One you're not going to like."
Sage looked at her friend, at the reluctance written across her delicate features, and felt dread settle in her bones. "Tell me."
"The old texts speak of the Everflame's last rising, three hundred years ago. It took a coalition to stop it—not just witches, but all the magical beings. Including the Downworlders."
The word hung in the air like a curse.
Downworlders. Vampires who drank blood and walked in darkness. Demons who fed on fear and chaos. Shadow-walkers who existed between life and death. Every creature that the witches had spent centuries avoiding, fearing, fighting against.
"No," Sage said immediately. "Absolutely not. They're dangerous. Unpredictable. They'd as soon kill us as help us."
"Would they?" Willow challenged gently. "Or is that just what we've been taught to believe? The texts say they fought alongside our ancestors. That without them, the world would have burned."
"That was three hundred years ago," Rowan pointed out. "Who knows what they're like now? The Downworlder territories are forbidden for a reason."
"Because we made them forbidden," Willow said. "We drew the boundaries. We said they couldn't be trusted. But Sage—if the Everflame is truly returning, we need to consider every option. Even the ones that scare us."
Sage wanted to argue. Every instinct screamed against it. She'd been raised on stories of Downworlder cruelty, of witches who ventured into their territories and never returned. The Lord of Ruin himself was said to be the most dangerous of them all—a being of such power that even other Downworlders feared him.
But she thought of the roses crumbling to dust. Of the Grandmother Oak's blackened veins. Of the vision of fire consuming everything she loved.
"If we do this," she said slowly, "we do it carefully. We send an envoy. We make contact, see if they're even willing to talk. And at the first sign of danger, we run."
"Who would go?" Ash asked. "We can't send someone alone. That's suicide."
"I'll go," Sage said, before she could talk herself out of it. "It should be me. I'm the coven leader. If anyone's going to risk their neck on this insane plan, it should be me."
"Then I'm coming with you," Rowan said immediately. "You're not doing this alone."
They argued, of course. Ash wanted to come too, but someone needed to stay and maintain the protection wards around their territory. Willow would continue researching, looking for any other options, any other way to fight what was coming.
In the end, it was decided. Sage and Rowan would leave at dawn, traveling to the border of Downworlder territory. They would request an audience with the Lord of Ruin himself.
And they would pray to every god and goddess that they lived long enough to regret it.

That night, Sage couldn't sleep. She stood in her garden, surrounded by the plants that had always been her comfort, her companions, her truest friends. But even they seemed restless tonight, their leaves rustling with anxiety despite the still air.
"I know," she murmured, trailing her fingers over a patch of moonflowers that glowed silver in the darkness. "I'm scared too."
The moonflowers leaned into her touch, and she felt their wordless support. Whatever happened, whatever she had to face, she wouldn't face it alone. The earth itself was with her. The green growing things that had always answered her call.
She thought of the vision—of the figure wreathed in shadow, power radiating from him like cold starlight. The Lord of Ruin. What kind of being earned a title like that? What kind of power did he wield?
And why, when she thought of him, did she feel something other than fear? Something that felt almost like... recognition?
Sage shook her head, dismissing the thought. She was tired, stressed, imagining things. Tomorrow she would venture into territory no witch had entered in living memory. Tomorrow she would face creatures she'd been taught to fear since childhood.
Tomorrow, everything would change.
She just didn't know how much.
